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The premiere was given at Carnegie Hall by Benny Goodman and Leonard
Bernstein on April 10, 1963. The structure of the sonata differs somewhat
from the fast-slow-fast pattern of a traditional sonata; the first movement is
itself split into three sections in the pattern fast-slow-fast. It bears the
somewhat paradoxical subtitle "Allegro Tristamente"-- accordingly, the piece
is always in motion, but proceeds with a sense of grieving. After a brief
fortissimo introduction consisting of angry spurts of figuration in the clarinet
punctuated by piano chords, the piano quiets to a murmur. The clarinet's
lines are built of a self-perpetuating series of arcs that leave a shape but not a
tune in our ears. At one point the clarinet seems stuck in a motivic rut, sadly
leaping up and down between octave B tones over a shifting harmonic
background. As the movement ends, the lingering memory is a fuzzy one of
melancholy gestures and mood. The second movement, "Romanza," is both
clearer in its melodic makeup and more cathartic, perhaps, in its emotional
expression. The clarinet melody is simple and somber throughout, but is
elaborately embroidered in a few places, as if losing composure. Two
particularly poignant examples are the sixty-fourth note runs near the
beginning, and the trembling half-step figure that appears at the beginning
and end. The third movement, "Allegro con fuoco," energetically combines
various nimble, articulate, and rhapsodic themes, bookended by a
delightfully clownish tune—a mixture of serious and silly that well represents
Poulenc as a whole.
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Sonata for Two Clarinets (1918)
Presto
Andante
Vif

Francis Poulenc
(1899-1963)

Lauren Willis, clarinet

Duo Sonata for Clarinet & Bassoon (1922)
Allegro
Romance
Finale

Kay Schutte, bassoon

~ Intermission ~

Sonata for Clarinet and Piano (1962)
Allegro Tristamente
Romanza
Allegro con Fuoco

Francis Jean Marcel Poulenc was a French composer and a member of
the French group “Les Six”, a Paris-based group of composers who led the
neo-classical movement. He composed solo piano music, chamber music,
oratorio, opera, ballet music, and orchestral music. Poulenc's music is
fundamentally tonal; although he made use of harmonic innovations such as
pandiatonicism, chromatically altered chords, and even 12-tone rows (in a
few of his last works), Poulenc never questioned the validity of traditional
tonic-dominant harmony. Lyrical melody pervades his music and underlies
his important contributions to vocal music, particularly French art song. One
of the great melodists of the twentieth century, Poulenc was largely selftaught as a composer. Following the death of a close friend in the 1930's,
Poulenc rediscovered his Roman Catholic faith and replaced the ironic
nature of neo-classicism with a new-found spiritual depth. By his own
admission, Poulenc was no revolutionary, yet the transparent simplicity of
much of his output, particularly his vocal and chamber music, places it
alongside the finest of the century.
Sonata for Clarinet & Bassoon is representative of an early style of
experimentation for Poulenc. The piece makes use of "wrong-note"
dissonance and mix tonal harmony with modal harmony. Texturally, the
work features parallelism, imitation, and melody with accompaniment. This
work is very brief and could perhaps have been titled Sonatina. The work
also reflects Poulenc's study of Bach's counterpoint, with the bassoon
sometimes taking the role of a quasi-basso continuo.
The Sonata for Two Clarinets was part of a series of premiers held from
from 1917 to 1920 in painter Émile Lejeune's studio in Montparnasse. One of
Poulenc's earliest sonatas, he referred to it as an "entertainment" and later
revised it in 1945. The work is brief, with two fast movements bookending a
slow middle movement that features the first clarinet player in solo role with
the second clarinet taking an accompaniment role with an ostinato.
Somewhat melodically sparse, the piece features repetition, sequences, and
shifting meters, recalling Eric Satie and Igor Stravinsky and pointing the way
forward for Poulenc's developing style.
The Sonata for Clarinet and Piano dates from 1962 and is one of the
last pieces Poulenc completed. The piece is dedicated to the memory of an
old friend, the Swiss composer Arthur Honegger. Benny Goodman, who
commissioned the piece, was intended to premiere it with the composer
accompanying. Poulenc died suddenly of a heart attack in 1963 before it was
published, and an editor was employed to ascertain the identity of some
notes, as well as provide missing dynamics and articulations.

